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People instantly think of fall when you tell them that you live in New England. And sure, they wouldn't be 


wrong, because the area is stunning when the leaves begin to change and the days begin to shorten. 
But come on, the area's stunning all year round There's so much to see, and even more to do. 
And now I'm starting to sound like our town's local tourist office. 


Alton is one of the many picturesque towns that make up the region. You'll have seen photos of us in lifestyle 
magazines, especially around Fall. We're all red brick buildings and cobbled streets, pumpkins on porches and red 
and orange leaves. We're town squares and carols in the snow, boating on the lake and mulled apple cider. We're 


as Small Town America as you can get. 


I've been here for ten years now. Moved over from California when | got tired of the rat race. I'd always 
wanted a little shop in a tiny town So | sold my old barbecue company and moved over to Alton, 
Massachusetts. As well as being a part of the New England heritage, Alton also sits at the foot of the 
Appalachian Mountains. | really couldn't have picked a better place to live. 


The little shop that | bought on Main Street had once been a bookstore. Shelves still crammed with old 
volumes had lined the walls and a counter, complete with an old fashioned register, had sat in the middle of the 
space. My vision for the shop had been pure caffeine but, as I'd stupidly bought the shop sight unseen, | 
couldn't help but incorporate the bookshop into my idea. So Brews £ Books was born. I'd started out stocking 
the usual bestsellers before moving into more indie and local authors. I'd had my big break with my barbecuing 


and it was only right that | paid back to my new community. 


The shop, thankfully, came with an apartment above it. Which is where | am right now. I'm munching on a 

prepackaged sandwich from the deli down the road while sitting sitting in the lounge window and watching the 
street below. August is slowly drawing to a close and the first hint of Hoodie Weather is beginning to whisper 
along the road. Bar a few warm days in September, we're cleared for Fall and all the beauty that she brings. 


Watching the street is one of my pastimes. | enjoy seeing what's happening in our little world. Doug, of Doug's 
Deli fame ("best sandwiches in all of Alton. Five stars" - me) is just closing up shop and beginning the short 
walk to his house two streets over. Annabelle, who owns the craft shop two doors along from me, is also 


making her way home with a basket slung over one arm. 


Directly across the street is a store that's stood empty for at least the past six months. It was Yum Yums 
Bakery before they moved to the top of Main Street. Dark windows have stared back at me from February 


through to now and I've spent a long time pondering what will move in there. 


The late summer sun is hanging in the sky as it makes its way down below the mountains but the lights of 
the shop are lit up like Jack-o-lanterns. It's the first time that I've seen movement in there for a while and | 
pause my eating to get a better look. 


Two shadows wander around, occasionally pausing to point or discuss something. | suspect that it's the realtor 
and whoever is looking to lease, or buy, the property. When the shadows disappear into the back rooms, | 
quickly shovel down the rest of my sandwich and make my way downstairs. | still need to bring in the street 
furniture and such a task gives me a good opportunity to see who's possibly moving in 


Did | say that Im also the street's resident curtain twitcher? 


l'm just dragging in one of the small round tables when | hear the distinct sound of a doorway bell chime. 
Glancing over my shoulder, | watch as two men walk out. Neither could more different to the other with the 
realtor being suited and booted while the other, smaller and far younger looking on, had his hands stuffed in 


the pocket of a hoodie. What did | say about Hoodie Weather being just around the corner. 


| stack the chairs as quietly as | can in order to listen in on their conversation. Unfortunately, a sudden breeze 
along with a passing car muffle most of it and the only words | catch are ‘Lease is $850 a month The 
property is available immediately. Do you have any questions?" 


The younger man shakes his head and thick black curls of hair spiral over his face. With that, the realtor 
nods, shakes his hand, and bids him farewell. 


Opening the door with my back, | begin to haul the chairs inside while the younger man stands before the 
empty storefront. He looks around himself, eyes seemingly wide as he debates his decisions. What kind of shop 
is he opening? And why here in Alton? Because this dude looks like a city-boy, someone who's seen the bright 
lights of somewhere before finally making a break to the "wilderness". 


He glances over to my shop and | give him a little half-wave before pulling the chairs in and letting the door 
swing shut. 


eR 


Moving to Alton was a massive decision. How do you leave behind all that Los Angeles has to offer and swap it 


for a slower pace of life? 


In reality, my life had been spiralling out of control with drink and work. | worked all hours and than drank to 
sleep. Barbecuing, while fun, could be a long process, especially to get it right. And I'm a Capricorn so I'm a 


natural entrepreneurial perfectionist. 


The night that it all fell apart is still as clear as day. We'd been on board the RV that we used as our 
barbecue house. For twenty-four straight hours we'd done nothing but cook and feed people and, in a bid to 
wind down, I'd started downing whatever alcohol we'd hauled with us. Some, the cheaper stuff, was for cooking 
with. And, in that moment, | hadn't cared what I'd put into myself. | was exhausted and burned out and couldn't 


even recognise it. 


It had been Toby, my wiry blond-haired boyfriend at the time, who'd sat himself in my lap and pried the bottle 


of Corona from my hands. 

"No more." 

I'd shaken my head, my vision blurred as I'd stared at myself in his glasses. "More." 

"No more, Dave." 

My hair, long and dark and streaked with the first signs of silver, had hung around my face in thick rat-tails. 
A far cry from the neatly trimmed chef that I'd been a mere few hours beforehand with my hair pulled into 
a neat bun and my own glasses perched on my nose. Now they were discarded to one side, useless in my 
drunken state. 

"More," I'd murmured. 

"No more." He'd placed the bottle to one side and clasped my face in his charcoal-stained hands. "I'm tired of 


this. Tired of seeing you get drunk every night because you're tired and can't turn your brain off. You need to 
do something other than drink" 


Sometimes all it takes is the words of a loved one to snap you out of that bubble and back into reality. 


Getting my life together had taken a few weeks. During that time, Toby and | had some deep heart to hearts 
and, with much regret, we decided to split up. He wanted me to have a fresh start and somewhere to clear 
my head without his presence looming around him. | wanted him to stay with me; we'd made more than enough 


in the barbecue business for both of us to leave. 
But it wasn't to be and, nearly ten years to the day, I'd finally driven into Alton and my brand new life. 
"There's someone moving in across the road." 


Sally, one of my three staff, leans against the counter with her arms full of books. A silver necklace laden 


with charms sits over her heather-coloured Woodstock 69 t-shirt. 


| glance towards the door just as it opens and a pair of hikers step in. | give them a smile and a wave before 


they disappear towards the restroom. 


Across the road | can see movement at the old bakery. At least one light is on and a shadow is moving back 


and forth. 


Sally dumps the book on the counter and rests her elbow on the surface as we both watch the empty shop. 
"Who do you think it is?" 


"Saw him last night," | reply. "Young-ish looking guy with long hair. Didn't see much of him as the sun was 
beginning to set and he was mostly hidden beneath the porch." 


The hikers - a man and a woman - return from the restroom all smiles and make themselves known at the 


bar. With an order of maple lattes on my pad, | get to work while Sally returns to stacking the shelves. 


Brews and Books is busy. All of the tables are occupied as are the couches in the reading nook. Our fall book 
and coffee collection are arranged in a pile of fake leaves at the front of the store. Soon the gourds will start 


arriving and l'Il be fully in my element. 


What | can wait for is our indoor vines to change. | started them along the exposed beams back when | bought 
the shop and now they've taken over. Not that I'm complaining because they're a talking point, make the place 
look beautiful, and allow a little of the outside inside. But, come fall, they'll, well, fall. And I'll spend six weeks 
sweeping them up. But they look great and I'll never stop loving them. 


Once the maple lattes are done and two, now happy, hikers are on their way, | turn my attention back to the 
shop across the road. | wonder what he's going to put in there? Will he be friendly? Or will be be on of those 
guys who keeps themselves to themselves? We have a guy like that on the opposite end of Main Street. We 


have monthly town hall meetings here in Alton and you can always tell who's not feeling the vibe or plain just 


doesn't want to socialise. Brett McKenzie runs the DIY shop and, while knowledgeable, rarely interacts outside of 
his own shop. Doesn't say "Hi" when you see him on the street or, as far as l'm aware, frequent any of the 


other businesses bar the grocery store. Which is fine. Everyone is free to live their life however they see fit. 
"Maybe we should make him a welcome basket," Sally says. 

She's returned to the counter and her eyes have followed mine. 

| smile at her; she's all blonde hair and sunshine and, sadly, will be leaving for college in a few short weeks. 
Luckily her mother, Tess, has said that she'll be more than happy to work here a few days of the week. Their 
business is based in the tourist industry and, once Christmas has come and gone, their work dies down until 
spring starts. 

"Not a bad shout. We can put some coffee in, maybe a new book, some of those cookies, maybe a new mug." 


Sally chuckles. "Yeah, just not your "Despresso" mug, okay?" 


| roll my eyes and step away to clean and prep the machines for whoever wants a caffeine fix next. We have a 


range of Brews and Books merchandise, some witty, and some with just our logo. 
"Hey, he's closing up," she murmurs. 


We both stare, trying not to look too obvious incase he looks our way. While we can't see a heck of a lot 
through our window displays, we do see a figure dressed in an oversized black hoodie lock the door behind 


himself before taping a note to the window. 


It's sunset before we get to close the door and creep across the road. At bpm, | turned the broom beside the 
door upside down and watched as the last few customers wandered into the warm evening. Now we're stood 


before the empty shop and reading the little handwritten sign. 


Kirk's Komics. Coming October ' 
Sally ponders the sign before quipping, “That'll be interesting.’ 
"It sure will." 


We peer through the window for a minute and see freshly swept floors and a handful of boxes piled in a 
corner. Goodness knows where he's going to get shelving from unless he's hired contractors to do it for him. | 
glance around the space and wonder how it's going to look. Deep down l'm happy that he's not a regular 
bookstore. Other than ourselves, there's a bigger bookshop down the road. Which is fine as they stock more 
than we do. A specialist shop will be great for the town. 


Over the next few days we watch as the younger man - who we presume is called Kirk - come and go from 
the shop. Boxes arrive and, before long, a contracting team arrives and the grinding sound of a circular saw 


can be heard along our stretch of the road. 


Much like myself, Kirk appears to be alone in his endeavours. Other than himself, delivery drivers, and the 
guys building his shelving and workspace he doesn't appear to have anyone. And that, along with him seeming to 
be on the younger side, is pulling at my heartstrings. 


Like the creeper that | am, whenever night falls | wander across the road to look through the window and see 
the progress that he's making. Shelves wind themselves around the walls. Free standing units are dotted around 


the space. And, on the far wall, is a desk for a cash register and whatever else he'll need. 


September creeps by and, with it, the leaves begin their change. Greens become yellows become reds. The 
slopes of the Appalachians are creating their yearly firework display of colour. Brews and Books’ own vines 
begin to change and | find myself fetching the broom from beside the front door more often in order to 


sweep them up. 


The evening chill is what | love and, wrapped in a hoodie and with a mug of coffee to hand, | spend the 
lengthening nights reading. | never used to be a reader, not until | opened the shop and decided that keeping its 
heritage alive was important. Back in LA time had never been on my side. | was either barbecuing, or cleaning, 
or partying, or spending time with Toby. But here, in Alton, life is.. slow. Groceries are only a handful of doors 
away, or delivered by our produce vendor. Everyone knows everyone and greets one another in the street. Life 


is far more simple and a far cry from the one that | used to live. 


The couch is my second home in the darkening days of fall and winter. l'm halfway through a book on 
Appalachian folk traditions and sampling our new pumpkin spice syrup when, out of the corner of my eye, 
something twitches. Glancing to the windows, | see the lights in the opposite apartment blazing through the 
night. Those lights have never, in my memory, been on so our new neighbour is obviously moving in as well as 


opening a new shop. 

But the book is more interesting than whatever is happening across the street and I'm unwilling to get up and 
investigate. The candles burning in the hearth and the whisper of the breeze against the windows is enough to 
ensure that my ass ain't moving. After a day of customers all | want to do is relax. 

Of course, that mindset doesn't stay for long and, come morning, I'm trotting back across the street to see 
what progress has been made. The shelves look like they're being stocked and the long wrapped piece leaning 
against the back wall is, | assume, the shop sign. 

However, it's bam and | have stuff to tend to before we open. 


"Dave?" 


Speaking of which. 


| walk back through the open front door and find Dale, our produce guy, standing in the middle of the shop. 
He's relieved himself of his boxes and is waiting for me to sign invoices. Like me, he's greying around the 
temples and has a pair of dollar store glasses pushed up onto his receding hairline. 


"Morning, Dale." 


"Same to you." He takes a pen from behind his ear and hands it to me as | pluck the paper from his other 
hand. "Nice day." 


"It is. The leaves are changing, there's a chill in the air." | smile up at him. "Best time of the year's here." 
"Indeed. Speaking of which, its all seasonal produce. Just like you asked for.” 


"Perfect. Thanks." Leaning on the counter, | sign away my life for some root vegetables and hand everything 
back. | reach into the jar beside the register and tuck a handful of candy in among the invoices. "For the road" 


The weary, almost steely, look briefly vanishes from his eyes and Dale smiles. "Thanks, Dave. Same time next 


week." 
"Same time next week" 
And now it's time for me to stop thinking about our new friend and do my other favourite thing - cooking. 


Cake season has left the building and soup season has arrived. I'm not saying that fall is my favourite season 


of the year or anything but | do love a good soup. 


Two 


The Appalachian Mountains are older than time itself and, with that, comes things that we do to honour them. 
On Sunday mornings, before the shop opens, | make the pilgrimage to the edge of the trees to leave a pair of 
quarters, a handful of candy, and some tobacco. You can call me superstitious, especially after years of living 
in urban LA, but there's something about the area, and the shadows that flicker across the mountains, that 
draws you into doing their bidding. 


Sundays are days of hikers and locals and, by Bam, we're serving coffees and pastries as though they may 


never be produced again. Which, with how | feel sometimes, may one day be the case. 

Tom, another of my young staff, is serving food and taking cash while | grind beans and make the magic bean 
water. Lattes, cappuccinos, speciality drinks; you name it and someone has ordered it. By the time midday rolls 
around, our pastry cabinet is nearly empty and there are several holes on the bookshelf. Our fall displays also 
need rearranging from where people have perused the various items. 

The bell above the door chimes and | turn from the black and chrome coffee machine to see Mr and Mrs 
Atkins, one of the town's older couples walk in. They've lived here their whole lives and, at one point, owned 
several of the farms. They sold them just before | turned up in town and retired. 

Resting my elbows on the counter, | smile as they wander in decked out in walking gear and carbon-fibre poles. 


"Hey! Good day?" 


Mrs Atkins, who somehow manages to hide her grey hair beneath blonde highlights, returns my smile. 
"Absolutely. The sun's out and the season is on the change. It's nice to see that you've been decorating." 


| look at the fall garlands and gourds. "Yep. Wouldn't have it any other way and | do love seeing what everyone 
else on the street is doing. What can | fix for you folks today?" 


"l'Il take one of your maple leaf lattes, and-" She turns to her husband. "Fred?" 


He smiles and shrugs with his hands stuck deep in his pockets. "Just a straight up coffee and creamer for me, 


please, Dave." 
‘I've got you." 


As | work | can hear them chattering behind me before Mrs Atkins pipes up. "Dave, what do you think of a 
comic shop opening in Alton? Comics? Why do we need those here?" 


| can hear disdain in her voice and an icicle slithers along my spine. Turning around, | hand them their takeout 


cups before leaning my elbows back on the counter. 


"I think it'll be rice. A change, if you will. There's plenty of young people in the town who might appreciate it 
and l'm sure that there's a fair few collectors, too." 


"But isn't it competition for you?" she asked. 


"Well, Howie sells many bestsellers. | sell local and independent authors. Comics are a whole other kettle of fish. 
She gives me a grimace disguised as a smile. "I do hope that you're right, Dave." 

As they leave, | know that the seeds have been sown. Alton is a very traditional little town with lots of people 
who lived here for decades. A comic shop, especially one run by a young man with long hair and black jeans, is 


going to cause a stir and | can almost feel the first waves of Satanic Panic are beginning to swirl through the 


pretty tree-lined streets. 

Saying that, I'm a long-haired dude with black jeans. The difference, | think, is that I'm older, maybe a little 
wiser, and have been here long enough to establish myself as the town's comedian and purveyor of coffee. But 
things were the same when | first arrived; eye contact that lasted a little too long, rumours that bounced on 
the breeze, and hushed whispers as people passed me in the street. | truly hope that things have changed in 
the decade since | arrived in Alton. However, | also fear that they haven't. 

| glance out of the window to find that a pair of contractors are hanging the sign above the comic shop. 
Painted tastefully in white and gold to match the building, and the surrounding shops, with the shop name - 
Kirk's Komics - picked out in a font reminiscent of old bar and tavern signs. It looks nice and l'm going to enjoy 
seeing that hanging across the street. 


"If you've got time to lean, you've got time to clean, Dave," a gruff voice quips. 


Grinning, | straighten up and find Bill, another of the area's many dungareed farmers, standing before me. 


There's a twinkle in his blue eyes and his hands are looped through the straps of his denim overalls, 
"Afternoon, Bill. The usual?" 

"Yep, and one for the wife, too, please” 

| begin to work on his thick black coffee while he talks to my back 

"So what do you think of the new shop across the road, huh?" 

| shrug and toss coffee grounds into the nearby bin "I think itll be fine. We'll have to see” 


"Sure hope so. Although | do worry about the kids." 


And there it is, evidence that the past never truly leaves us. Some of these folks will remember the panic of 
the 10s, 80s, and 90s. | can vaguely remember it and, by the time it began to calm in the 40s, | was knee 


deep in other things and the shadow of Satanic Panic was long gone from my mind. 


| give him a nondescript answer lest anything else aggravates him more. The last thing that | need right now is 


to have my regulars turning on me because l'm seen to be siding with the comic shop across the road. 


Once Bill's gone | hunt down Tom. He's rearranging books and filling in some of the gaps from purchases earlier 


in the day. 
"Can you keep an eye on the shop for a minute? l'm just going out." 
He gives me the shrug that all young people do, the one that says Sure, whatever. Hi still be here. 


Grabbing the welcome basket that Sally made before she so rudely headed into a brighter future, | push 
myself out into the street and the strange humid coolness that blows in just before the full fall weather 
arrives. A few yellow and orange leaves have already made their way into the gutter and the light rain from 


the night before is still dripping from the overhanging trees. 


| cross the quiet street without even checking for traffic and walk to the closed door of the comic shop. 
Everything is still inside although the shelves are looking more stocked than a handful fo days previously. 
Framed posters from long forgotten horror movies hang in spaces where there is no shelving and toys have 
been arranged in little pyramids around the room. Tucked up by the bay window are a handful of beanbags for 


prospective readers to lounge on. 


| rap my knuckles against the door's glass pane and wait. The basket contains samples of our coffees and teas, 
a new mug emblazoned with Deja Brew, cookies and chocolates, and a book that's perfect for curling up with on 
cool fall nights. We'd also written a note on one of our custom Brews # Books cards and nestled it at the front 


of the wicker basket. 

The shadows at the back of the shop finally shift and a figure moves towards the door. Hidden inside of an 
oversized hoodie and with black curls of hair falling over high cheekbones, the shop's owner looked young. A lot 
younger than I'd first made him out to be. 


He cautiously opens the door and peers out at me. "Can | help?" 


His voice is soft and with a hint of a stammer. Eyes as dark as his hair shimmer with wariness. | plaster on 


my best smile. 


"Yes. Hi. My name's Dave and | run the coffee shop across the road. Thought I'd bring you over a basket to 


welcome you to the neighbourhood." 


A glimmer of a smile pulls at his lips and he wraps black painted fingers around the doorframe. 


"Thanks." He steps back and opens the door wider. "Why don't you come on in?" 

| do just that and find myself inhaling the gentle scent of cleaning products and pumpkin spice. | rest the basket 
on the counter and take in the shop. It's adorable, like a teenagers heaven It would certainly have been my 
hangout if he'd landed this shop in California. 

"Movie fan?" | ask with a nod towards the posters. 

He returns my gesture. "Yeah. They're.. comforting.” 

‘| can imagine. The stuff they turn out today is too.” 

"Violent," he finishes for me. 

| smile widely and see the tension begin to melt from his shoulders. "Its nice to meet you-" 

Leaning against one of the display units with his hands locked behind his back, he replied, "Kirk" 


‘Its a pleasure, Kirk. If you want coffee, help, or anything else, you just holler, okay?" 


"I will. Thanks, Dave." His shoulders rise and fall with a deep sigh. "And, well, yeah, thanks for being welcoming. 
Not everyone's been the same." 


Quietly, | reply, "I gather. Had a few comments in my shop. But it's mostly from the older folks. Those that 
have always lived here. They're not great with change. | got the same when | moved here." | tug at the tight 
bun at the back of my hair. "| suppose | looked strange to them. But they'll get used to you and if you can 
help some of the kids busy, well, you'll be popular.” 


| finish with a smile and hold my hand out to him. He takes it and gives it a gentle squeeze. His skin is 
surprisingly soft and my mind is going to places that it shouldn't be. 


"Take it easy, Kirk, and don't stress about the folks out there." 


Kirk watches as | leave and make my way back across the road. My heart aches for him, seemingly so young 
and alone in a town which is intent on making life difficult for him. 


The days drift by with pumpkins, and leaves, and all things fall. The shop smells of caramelised pecan and rich 
coffee. Books all but fly off the shelves and into peoples bags, as do our collections of locally made candles and 


preserves. 


Across the street, Kirk quietly gets ready to open There doesn't seem to be any plans to give him an opening 


ceremony or a ribbon cutting but he's preparing nonetheless. Carved pumpkins are nestled beside the door and 


in the bay windows. Halloween garlands hang from the ceilings and he's hand-painted Happy Halloween on the 
glass in swirling orange and red letters. | hope that his shop's a success. But deep down | know that his plans 


may be an uphill battle. 


Three 


At Yam on October I't, | leave Tess in charge and stuff my wallet into my back pocket, shove my glasses up 
my nose, and cross the street with two takeout coffees. | nudge the door open with my hip and find Kirk 


standing behind the counter with a nervous expression on his face. 


"Happy opening day!" | hand him one of the coffees before putting my own on the counter. "I didn't know how 


you take it so there's sugar and stirrers in my pocket." 
He gives me a gentle smile and | see that he has a few adorably snaggled teeth. 
"Thanks," he replies before taking a sip. "This is good!" 


A blush creeps up my neck and to my cheeks. "Thanks." | look around at the kaleidoscope of colourful covers. 
"What do you recommend?" 


"Have you read before?" When not stressed or nervous, his voice is soft, gentle, and warm. 
Y g 


"Mostly stuff you'd find in the supermarket - Marvel, DC, that kind of thing. These days l'm into things that 


are a little less mainstream." 


At that Kirk's face lights up and he all but scurries from behind the counter. With a fanboy-type grin on his 
face, he leads me around the shop, talking about authors and artists and storylines. Tess told me to take as 
long as | want but | never thought that I'd be getting a full on education Kirk is adorable when he's in full 
swing, talking about each book that he picks out in depth. He knows the authors, the artists, the storylines, and 


the backstories to each and every one. 


| finally settle on a book that's set fairly locally. Well, its set in the mountains that swell up behind us. Titled 
Old Appalachian Gods, it's the story of gods and goddesses that may roam the trees and the powers that they 


have. It's the perfect reading for the upcoming Halloween season. 


Bidding the young man farewell, | make my way back to my own shop to make sure that Tess hasn't banned all 
of my regulars. She's a great woman and raised her kids well. But, like most women in these mountains, she's 
tough as nails and will take absolutely no shit. She's also more than happy to tell me that I'm a soft California 
transplant and that | need to start laying down a few boundaries with those who like to put their food and 


drink on credit. 


Okay, so there's a few of them. But they all pay up when | eventually cut them off from the magic 
caffeinated bean water. The thought of losing their morning lifeline is too much and suddenly the credit cards 


and check books make an appearance. 


Thankfully, my shop is in one piece and Tess hasn't banned anyone. Although | find her leaning on the counter 
and watching the knitting group in the corner. All older ladies that have lived in the town since its inception and 


have been knitting in my shop ever since | opened. 

"Sup?" | ask. 

She doesn't move her eyes from them as she replies, "Ever thought about moving them on?" 
"Nope. They buy drinks and cakes and they don't bother me too much." 


Tess straightens up and looks me dead in the eye. "Well, they were asking about why you were at the comic 
shop over the road." 


| huff and pull my black apron back over my head. "What is it with the older locals of this town and that 
comic shop? They did the same to me when | turned up until they realised that | serve the best coffee in 
town. I'm gonna have to have a word with Kirk and help him put plans in place before this lot come out with 
flaming torches and pitchforks." 


Laughter falls from her lips and, like a typical Mom, she pats me on the shoulder. "You're good, Dave. Too good. 
And good on you for looking out for the new guy. We're not like those city dwellers. We don't ignore our 
neighbours. We help them. You do what you can for Kirk and I'll keep the old dears at bay." 


The first storm of the season has rolled in as | settle on the couch to read my new book. Candles flicker in 
the hearth, their heat causing the leaves dangling from the fake shelf to flutter. Outside, heavy and persistent 
rain hammers against the shop's porch. All in all, its the perfect evening for reading about the spirits that 
linger in the trees around us. 


My eyes are drifting over the beautifully drawn panels when a chill creeps over me. To my right is the 
apartment's small kitchen and dining area is swathed in shadows and mothballed for the evening. As the chill 
grows so does my feeling that something is nestled in the shadows. 


| shake my head and return my attention back to the book's artwork. I'm reading about a horned god who 


wanders the shadows of Tennessee and their story, as dark as it is, has me firmly in its grasp. 


A flicker comes from my left and, already spooked, my head snaps up. The cold and fear are fighting in my 
veins but its just Kirk's apartment lights coming on. I'm still not used to him being there. Trapping my finger in 
the book to mark my place, | stand and walk to the window. His shadowy form is moving from one room to the 
other, switching lights on and off as he goes. I'm not prying into his life, it's just that his movements caught 
my attention 


Behind me.. My neck prickles and the distinct feeling that l'm being watched cloaks me. A thick silence, which 


wasn't there before, has fallen over my space. | don't want to turn and see whatever is standing behind me. 


"You've gotta do it," | say to myself. "You've gotta turn around if you want to go to bed. Because now would be 
a really good time to go and toss yourself into bed. You've spooked yourself, thats all. Its dark outside and it's 


nearly Halloween. You wanted to be spooked. Well, now you've got it” 
| toss the book behind myself and onto the couch, close my eyes, and swing around. 


The breath that | hadn't known that | was holding drains from my body. There's nothing behind me and there 
probably never way. It was all in my imagination, a figment of the book that I'd been reading. Candles and lights 
across the road and the stillness of the fall night hadn't helped the situation and I'd found myself having a 


minor panic attack over absolutely nothing. Halloween really is getting into my veins this year. 


Which reminds me; | need to finish the pumpkins and get them in the windows. Make pumpkin soup and cookies 
and all of that. Give the locals what they want. And once Halloween is over, there's Thanksgiving, then 


Christmas, and then we're into a new year and all that comes with it. 


| cast one last glance towards the shop across the road. The apartment lights are now out and | suspect that 


Kirk is tucked up in bed safe away from whatever lurks in the trees around us. 


| wake the next morning feeling exhausted. Despite getting a solid eight hours of sleep, my dreams were filled 
with darkness and torment, hints of spirits long forgotten and legends buried beneath the trees. My name had 
been whispered over and again, drifting on the tendrils of a dying breeze. Come morning, | hadn't wanted to 


wake but, if | don't, then I'll have people after my blood. 


Two espressos, a cappuccino, and a croissant later and I'm starting to feel more like myself. There's a stillness 
to the town in the murky pre-dawn light and | sit beneath the porch to appreciate it. The sun is beginning to 
fight its way over the mountain and the first cars, their headlights lit again pockets of gloom, rumble by. 


Alton's single police cruiser slows as it reaches my shop and one of the town's six officers leans out. 
"Morning, Dave." 
| raise my half-eaten croissant in a salute. "Morning, Officer Cavendish." 


We exchange pleasantries before he announces the end of his shift and makes his way back to the station just 


off of Main Street. 


Swathes of red and orange leaves have collected on the sidewalks, a testament to the previous night's rain and 
| remind myself that, along with grocery shopping and orders for the shop, that | also need to get myself out 
to one of the farms to pick apples and take a hayride. 


Like zombies in search of brains, my first customers begin to trickle in. | stuff the lsat of my pastry into my 


mouth and go to man the machines which will turn them into mostly functioning human beings. 


Once Tess and Tom arrive, | excuse myself to go and run chores. As l'm stepping from the shop, | see Kirk 
standing in his own doorway. His hair hangs in waves around face and the fall sun is catching his caramel- 
coloured skin. He appears to be watching Brews and Books and | give him a smile and a wave, one which he 


returns. 


The walk to the Coens’ Grocery Store is pleasant especially as the sun has started to warm the air. A breeze 
rustles through the trees and people stop to greet on another. Pumpkins sit on steps and garlands of leaves 
wrap around fences. Everyone is in the autumn mood, so much so that you can almost taste the pumpkin 


spice in the air. 


The grocery store is small compared to those that you'd find in larger towns and cities. But it has everything 
that I'll need to survive on for the coming week. | wander from aisle to aisle, filling my cart with vegetables 
and freshly baked bread. Butter from a local producer finds its way into the cart, as does a handful of bags of 
locally produced chips. The food here is far better than what we used to get back in LA. Sure, it was a city 
for foodies but the actual food came from far and wide, often flown in to supply the demand. Here, in the 


backwoods of the country, the food comes from local sources and it's something that I've come to appreciate. 


Toby would have loved it out here. We split up because of my drinking. Ten years of a relationship down the 
drain because | was exhausted to the point of burn out and hadn't been able to see the signs for myself. | 
could have had therapy. Could have gone to AA. But Toby, he wanted to be free. | did ask if there was 
someone else waiting in the wings and, apparently, there wasn't. But there are still times, like now when I'm 
standing in the middle of the store, that | wonder if our relationship could have been salvaged at all. 


And I've been single ever since then. Ten years of singledom and, as a forty-eight year old man, | can't see 
myself getting together with anyone else. That's a depressing thought at times. But, on the flip side, | kind of 
enjoy being by myself. | enjoy the space. And | sure am boring these days; | serve coffee by day and read 
books by night so it's not much of a life for anyone who's hoping for adventure up in the mountains. 


Adventure.. Only if you're brave. There is, of course, the Appalachian Trail, which thousands of people traverse 
every year. But some of us prefer to keep ourselves away from the true depths of the mountains. Stories, 
legends, and myths abound and, while | consider most of them to have perfectly reasonable explanations (have 


you heard coyotes, for example?!), there are some tales which defy explanation 

With bags looped over my arms, | make my way back to the shop. | pop into Howie's bookstore and pick up the 
new John Grisham as a bit of light reading to help chase away the previous night's book. l'm just stopping in 
front of Brews £ Books when | hear a familiar voice call my name. Turning, | find Kirk once more standing 
outside of his shop. A smile smile plays on his lips and he gives me a wave. 


"Got time to talk?" 


| shrug the bags at him. "Sure. Just let me drop these in here." 


Rushing in, | dodge between customers and readers and dump the bags behind the counter. Tess stares at me 


like the Mountain Momma that she is. 
"What in the actual heck are you doing?" she demands. 
"Just gotta leave those there. I'll be back in a minute." 


"Why?" The twang in her voice is really coming our and | know that if | so much as try and lie to her that 
she'll give me the ass whopping that I've probably been needing for the past several years. 


"Guy across the road needs to see me." 

She leans against the coffee machine and stares at me. "The new guy?" 

| nod. "Um-hmm." 

"As in Kirk, the new guy?" 

"Um-hmm" 

She levels me with a stare. "David Grohl, do not go and get your heart broken by that boy." 

I'm not," | softly protest. A couple of the customers are warily watching us and | hope that they hang around. 
"Promise?" she asks. 

"Absolutely, one hundred percent promise." 

Tess smiles and and pats my shoulder. "That's what | want to hear." 


| dash out before she has another chance to catch her breath and keep going. Kirk is still waiting for me and | 


dart across the road, narrowly avoiding a couple of oncoming cars as | do. 
He smiles. "Hey." 
| try and ignore the heat that's touching my cheeks. "Hey. Everything okay?" 


"Everything is great. | was wondering if you wanted to come over after work tonight? There's some stuff | 


could do with asking you." 
Leaves swirl along the road as a breeze picks up. A truck loaded hay bales, apples, and pumpkins trundles by. 


“Sure.” | shrug. "What time's good for you?" 


He leans against one of the windows and runs a hand through his hair. "Well, | close at six so.." 
"Yep, l'm done by about the same time. I'll bring over coffee and whatever food is left over from the day." 


Kirk gives me another of his sweet smiles and reaches out to touch my elbow. "Cool. It's a date then See you 


some time after six." 


| give him a little wave as | go to step back across the road. "See you then." 


